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ACTING OUR WAY TO EASTER				Luke 19:28-40 
     a sermon by Mel Williams 
     Watts Street Baptist Church 
     April 4, 2004 (Palm/Passion Sunday) 
  
  
Today we’ve come to church to be participants in a drama.  We’re not here to watch from a distance. We’ve come here to wave our palm branches and welcome Jesus into Jerusalem.  We’re playing our part as disciples, just as the first disciples cheered Jesus as he rode the donkey into the city.  Today we’re all actors in the Holy Week drama. 
  
Since our church has presented several excellent musical dramas here, we know that we have a lot of talented actors here.  That is a great blessing, especially for a day like this that begins the Holiest Week of the year.  Today we are all actors in a procession, a parade that Jesus himself staged.  Notice that he sent for the donkey and he set the stage for all that would follow. 
  
Part of the appeal of being a character in a drama is that we try to get inside the part we play.  Just as we observed our members in the recent “Jesus Christ Superstar Review,” we are developing the character of the person we are playing.  We are getting into our roles. 
  
Playing these roles, if we really take them seriously, may not exactly be fun, because we know we’re headed into a week of pain and grief.  We hope you will come back here on Thursday and Friday evenings where we will experience the critical pathos of this drama in which we’re all involved. 
  
This is our story—what we do with Jesus and how we learn to stay close to him through his suffering.  We know that at the original Palm Sunday, some who are cheering him in the street on Sunday will in a few days be shouting “Crucify him!”  And I suspect that some of us will wave our palm branches today, and then we’ll leave town or emotionally withdraw, so we don’t have to face the agony part, the brutal death on a cross.  Let’s just stick to the palm branches and Easter lilies.  Don’t get us upset with all this death stuff. Church is supposed to uplifting, not a “downer.” 
  
But the Holy Week drama is just like life.  Neither life nor the drama will let us skip these hard scenes.  We’re all in the cast of this drama, and we’ve come here to learn our parts, even the painful parts. 
  
We learn faith by playing our part in the Holy Week drama.  Sometimes we act our way into new roles---at work, school home, and church.  Sometimes we act our way into feelings.  We also act our way into faith. 
  
I’m saying that we practice being faithful until one day we become faithful. We become the role we play.  Think about it.  We don’t automatically love a newborn baby who comes into our family. We have to practice loving the child---hold her, cuddle her, sing to him, feed her, change his diapers. One mother said, “I was worried that I didn’t feel love for my baby.  But then after I had changed the thousandth diaper, I was madly in love with the little fellow.”  Actions lead to feelings.  We learn to love by acting in loving ways. 
  
We learn to pray by praying.  You can’t wait until you know how.  You have to go ahead and practice first.  One little girl, still a toddler and not able to talk clearly, started practicing her prayers at the family dinner table.  When the parent sat down with her at the table, she would fold her hands piously and then mumble something unintelligible and then shout “Amen” with great glee.  Did she understand what she was doing?  Maybe not.  She was playing at praying, pretending to pray, mimicking what her parents did at mealtimes.  The gleeful “Amen” was part of the ritual. 
  
We learn to pray, we learn to commune with God, by playing a part.  Most of us even learn to be adults by pretending first.  As children, we play “dress up” as a beauty queen, a doctor, a soldier, a preacher.  We play “school” and we play “house” long before we understand either one.  We learn to share by being told to act in sharing ways—even if we don’t feel like it. 
  
This way of learning doesn’t stop when we grow up.  We act our way into new levels of trusting and believing.  In a marriage or a friendship we learn to act in kind and loving ways, even when we may feel distance.  We act; and in time, the acting leads to loving feelings. 
  
We come to church on Sunday morning, not sure if we really want to be here, not sure about our faith.  But we praise God anyway.  Praise precedes faith. (Abraham Heschel)  We act our way into faith.  You pray prayers here because the service tells you to do it.  The script gives you a part to play.  You may not always like the part you’ve been given; some roles are tough to play—especially the parts we have in the drama of Holy Week.  How in the world are we going to stay with Jesus on his way to his death?  We may be tempted to turn away, to leave; but we stay and play the part because that’s the proper thing to do. We praise God here, whether we feel like it or not.  It’s similar to Broadway actors who may have had a terribly difficult week--- your dog died, a good friend is sick with cancer or AIDS, you’ve had migraine headaches—and you go ahead and play your part because “the show must go on.” 
  
So we come to Palm Sunday. We’re not so different from that crowd lining the street to Jerusalem.  We hold our palm branches because Jesus is headed this way, riding into Jerusalem.  He’s the producer and the director of this drama.  He arranged to get the donkey.  He probably said, “Reach for your palm branches now because I’m about to act out the prophecy of Zechariah that says, ‘Behold your king comes, riding on a donkey, with branches strewn at his feet.”  It’s a script—and what a daring, dramatic moment in the script! 
  
Jesus, the teacher, the life director, has us all act our parts.  Why?  So we can learn something.  Even though we don’t understand the full significance of this drama, we act our part because the acting helps us understand that Jesus is the promised Messiah. 
  
On Palm Sunday Jesus was helping the people pretend to be something, so they could then become it.  They were acting like his disciples, acting like his followers, getting into the role.  You have to practice praying before you learn to pray.  You have to practice loving before you love.  You have to practice following Jesus before you learn to follow. 
  
This week is the hardest part of the drama.  You may be tempted to skip the Maundy Thursday and Good Friday scenes.  Those scenes are not easy.  But if we are to be faithful followers of Jesus, we need to stay in the play to the end.  You have a part to play and I have a part to play as we act our way into faithfulness.  
  
Once I asked a woman to offer the main prayer in the worship service.  She prayed that we would all have courage. And then she said, “And, God, when we don’t have courage, help us to fake it.”  Even with levity, she got the point.  Even if you’re faking it, even if you’re pretending, you keep pretending until someday it’s not pretend anymore. 
  
You finally become what you were pretending to be.  Thanks be to God! 
Amen.
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